Introduction
We present an automatically updatable database of background information about Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) from 1979 until the present. Although this information is already directly accessible through the European Parliament's web page, it is presented in a manner that makes it ideal only for those interested in finding information about individual MEPs, but difficult for anyone interested in doing large-N analysis. We provide an online 'live' source of background information about MEPs that is tailored towards the need of the latter group. Our web page allows researchers to specify the time period in which they are interested and to obtain data on committee, party group and delegation membership, as well as leadership positions within seconds. As the collection of the data is fully automated, we are able to keep the data updated as long as the European Parliament (EP) continues its current practice of making background information about members available online. Researchers will be able to combine this information with other data sources at a substantively lower cost than is currently the case. As such, we hope to encourage a new generation of research into the EP. The research note is organized as follows. The next section reviews the literature. It highlights how our database may be used to extend the already extensive quantitative literature on the EP. The second section gives the reader an overview of how the technology behind the database works and how to access the information. We leave the technical aspects of the principles behind the data collection scripts to the web appendix. The third section describes the database.
Contribution to the existing literature
Quantitative research on politics inside the EP can largely be divided into two almost separate pillars, voting and committees. 1 The systematic study of rollcall votes has transformed our understanding of politics inside the European Parliament. Early contributions such as Merkl (1964) , Attinà (1990) and Brzinski (1995) (Hix et al., 2007) . It evaluated the dimensions of politics as well as the cohesiveness of and competition between parties (Hix et al., , 2006 . By drawing on the recent development of the NOMINATE scaling method for legislative votes in the US Congress (Poole, 2005; Poole and Rosenthal, 1997) as well as more conventional econometric methods, the study of politics in the EP has become less about the EP and more about 'normal legislative politics' (Faas, 2003; Hix, 2001 Hix, , 2002 Hix, , 2004 Hix et al., 2003; Jun, 2003; Kreppel, 2000; Kreppel and Hix, 2003; Noury, 2002a,b; Scully, 1997; Whitaker, 2005) .
The approach has not been without its critics. Roll-call votes may not be fully representative of all issues considered in EP plenary sessions (Carrubba et al., 2006) . MEP ideal points estimated by NOMINATE may be unreliable owing to high levels of abstentions (Han, 2007) . Finally, McElroy (2007: 444-6) notes that there are a lot of changes in the EP party system between the elections. These changes have not received much attention. This may partly be owing to the tedious work associated with obtaining a complete list of individual-level changes in the composition of the party groups. By contrast, the database presented below allows researchers to access the actual composition of the party group easily at any arbitrary date range since the first direct EP elections until today. We illustrate the extent of change in the individuallevel composition of party groups between each EP election in the section where we describe the database.
Early research on committees inside the European Parliament provided descriptive account of various aspects of the composition of committees in the European Parliament (e.g. Kirchner, 1984) . The contribution on the organization of the committees system by Bowler and Farrell (1995) was the first to test theories of legislative organization in the EP context. Mamadouh and Raunio (2003) describe the allocation of reports across countries and party groups in the third and fourth EP. Tsebelis (1995) incorporates the committee system and the MEP responsible for drawing up the committee proposal, the rapporteur, in his model of EU decision-making. Kreppel (2002: 177-211) investigates the relationship between the allocation of reports and party loyalty. Kaeding (2004) uses allocation of rapporteurships to test informational and distributive theories of legislative organization, and Whitaker (2001) evaluates the influence of national party leadership on the committee assignment process. Hoyland (2006) relates committee work inside the European Parliament to the EU legislative process by investigating differences in the allocation of codecision reports to national parties as a function of representation in the Council of Ministers. Finally, Hausemer (2006) demonstrates the constituency element of committee report allocation. Although the database presented below does not include information about the allocation of reports, it does report on the committee assignments of all members who have served in the EP since 1979. It is hence an excellent source for further investigation into the representativeness of the committee system, relative to both the allocation of committee reports and the composition of the EP as a whole. For example, the only requirement for extending the policy representativeness section in McElroy (2006) to the whole lifespan of the EP would be to merge the data from the committee assignment part of our database with data on MEPs' ideological preferences and run the simulations as described in her paper.
A 'real-time' database
The European Parliament uploads information about the day-to-day activities of the MEPs on its Internet pages. Although these pages contain a substantial amount of information about many aspects of the EP's activities, this format is not suitable for statistical investigation. Researchers are often forced to hire research assistants to gather the information from the web and enter it into a spreadsheet for statistical manipulation. Although this approach is common, it may be both inefficient and prone to mistakes. As research assistants move on, updating the data set requires training new people. Hence, a substantive advantage of writing computer scripts to collect and maintain a database is that updating is trivial. Also, detected weaknesses can easily be corrected by amending and re-running the scripts. The advantage of using computer scripts to code data is perhaps greatest when the repetitive element of the task at hand is high and the coding challenge trivial. This is when we would expect human coders to make most mistakes and for scripts to produce the most accurate results. The coding of MEPs' background information is one such task. We have written computer scripts for the collection and maintenance of a complete database of all directly elected members of the European Parliament since 1979.
It should be noted that we do not claim to present a new technology to the political science community. Jeff Lewis and Keith Poole use a similar technique to provide updated roll-call data from the US Congress (Lewis and Poole, 2008 ; see also Lewis and Poole, 2004) . The use of computer scripts to extract information from electronic sources is also well known in international relations (King and Lowe, 2003) . Jackman (2006) presents instructions for how this can be done in R, a statistical programming language. König et al. (2006) use a similar approach to collect EU legislative data from the CELEX and PreLex databases.
Our web page for the database allows users to search the web page by data and by type of office. We believe this offers a substantive discount on the costs of collecting data on the exact period representatives served in the EP and the position they held during their service. For example, consider a researcher interested in party group affiliations during April 1988. Until now, the researcher would have had to look up the data for party group formation after the 1984 elections and track the changes as reported in the Official Journal. Alternatively, the researcher could go through all of the individual web pages http://www.europarl.europa.eu/members/archive.do?language=EN for the second EP and manually code the party affiliation as of this date. Needless to say, this exercise is both time consuming and prone to mistakes. Collecting this information from our database would take only a few seconds. 2 After accessing the database, the researcher would have to access the web page http://folk.uio.no/bjornkho/MEP/ and enter the password: parliament. Once the desired date range and type of information (party group, committee, delegation, or EP leadership) are selected, the data will appear on the screen.
The database offers the researcher instant access to updated information about party group membership, committee affiliation, EP leadership and delegations. It is searchable by date range, covering the whole history of membership in the European Parliament since the first direct elections in 1979. This means that a researcher interested in the composition of the committees or parties at a particular date range can easily download the data set from our web page. The format is semicolon separated and ASCII characters only, which means that it is easily readable by any statistical package. The database is automatically updated on a monthly basis. 3 We hope that it will lower the bar for researchers to conduct quantitative research on the European Parliament. We plan to extend the type of data available on the web page and eventually present a fully automated relational database covering the whole history and several aspects of politics inside European Parliament.
Description of the database
Four sources of information can be extracted from the database.
Party group membership spells
The party group option provides users with information on the party group affiliation of all members since the first elections in 1979. In addition to name, date of birth, country, most recent national party affiliation 4 and party group, the database provides information about the role the member had in the relevant period and whether s/he was an ordinary member or had some leadership role in the party during the specified time period. This allows the user to obtain a correct list of party group affiliations and when members joined and left party groups, leadership roles and the EP altogether. Note that MEPs change parties or roles inside the party during the specified time period. Because the actual composition of MEPs is somewhat unstable following each new election, some users may want to exclude the first few days of a new parliamentary term. We use the database to examine to what extent MEPs who join the EP at the beginning of the legislative term serve the whole term. We focus on turnover between elections within each party group since 1979 until 1 May 2008. We used 20 July of the election year as the starting date and 20 May of the next election year as the end date. Our key finding is that a nonnegligible proportion of the party group membership does in fact change during the course of a legislative term. That should be a warning against relying on data on the composition of the EP after the election (e.g. Corbett et al., 2000) when analysing events unfolding later in the legislative term. Party switching seems to be increasing. Whereas less than 2% of the members changed party group affiliation during the legislative term in the first two sessions, more than 7% of MEPs who joined the EP after the 1989 election changed their party group affiliation during the legislative term. The proportion increased to 11% after the 1994 election. It fell to just over 4% for the fifth parliament. After four years of the sixth EP the figure is above 5%.
A key benefit of the party group section of the database is that it allows researchers to easily obtain the correct configuration of the party groups for any arbitrary date their research question leads them to. This will be useful for researchers interested in party group cohesion on specific issues (e.g. Ringe, 2005a,b) or party cohesiveness for the whole history of the European Parliament (e.g. Hix et al., 2007) .
Committee membership spells
The committee group option provides similar information to that on party group membership but, here, each line represents a committee membership spell. Because most members belong to several committees as chairmen (or chairwomen), members or substitutes, each MEP will in general have multiple entries. Also, because MEPs are reassigned committees after the first half of the legislative term, generally speaking there will be many members who are reassigned to the same committee. This may cause 'holes' in the committee assignment history of some members. Furthermore, we have noted that some members seem to be repeatedly reassigned to a few different committees in January and February following the half-term reassignments. As the period during these reassignments may be of substantive interest to some users of the database, we have not made any attempt to clean up the database of these short spells. Users who do not want to spend time cleaning the data for this feature may simply specify search criteria to exclude the time period surrounding the start and end of each legislative term as well as the months just before and after the half-term. The database allows researchers interested in committee assignments to obtain a complete history of all assignments.
EP leadership spells
The EP leadership option produces a much smaller list, containing only information about MEPs who had EP leadership positions during the specified time period. The information provided is name, date of birth, country, most recent national party, the start and stop dates of the leadership role, and the type of role.
Delegation spells
The delegation option provides information about an area of MEP appointments that has not received much attention from the EP research community -the delegation to which Members of the EP are assigned. Providing information about name, date of birth, country, most recent national party, delegation, and start and stop dates offers possibilities for further research into the use of an alternative source of spoils inside the EP.
Conclusion
This research note presents a fully automated database of basic information about the legislative careers of MEPs from 1979 to the present. The aim is to lower the costs associated with collecting basic information about MEPs. In turn, it should allow researchers interested in the European Parliament to spend less time gathering basic information about MEPs and more time developing theory and analysing data. The database requires very little effort to update as long as the EP does not fundamentally alter the manner in which it presents the information about MEPs. In the future, we hope to extend the database to include more information, e.g. voting, speeches and committee reports.
Notes

1
There is of course a substantive bulk of research on the relationship between the European Parliament and the other EU institutions. This literature is not reviewed here (see Hix, 2005: 72-110; Kreppel, 1999; Thomson et al., 2006; Tsebelis, 2002: 248-82) . 2
In future developments of the database we will also offer the possibility of extracting the information directly from the web page using a customized R command, similar to the readKH function in the pscl R package. 3
The script updates the database on the first day of every month. For historical searches, the end-date for current members of the chamber is set to the first of the month, i.e. when the database was last updated. 4
The European Parliament website provides information only about the most current national party affiliation. This information should hence be checked against changes in the national party system and other sources of information in order to ensure that the MEP did not belong to a different national party.
